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Fifteen years after Argentina officially ended military rule, junta leaders are being held accountable
for one of the major tragedies that occurred during their regime the systematic practice of taking
babies born to mothers who had been detained and giving them to military families. An Argentine
government report says at least 9,000 people disappeared during the 1976-1983 military dictatorship
and are presumed dead. Human rights groups put the figure at 30,000. The groups say they have
identified more than 200 cases of "disappeared babies."
Unlike other South American countries, Argentina put most of its former military leaders on trial
and sentenced them to life in prison in 1985. After taking office in 1989, President Carlos Saul
Menem pardoned the leaders a move he said was necessary for "national reconciliation." Now the
courts have taken up the cases, holding that neither Menem's pardon nor the earlier amnesty laws
cover abuses against minors.
Judge indicts former military leaders
On Jan. 22, federal Judge Adolfo Bagnasco indicted seven former military officers as part of the
deepening investigation into the disappearances of babies during the country's "dirty war." Judge
Bagnasco formally charged the junta leaders, already under arrest following previous questioning in
the case, with child kidnapping and forging identity documents. In addition to the seven indictments
issued Jan. 22, former de facto president Jorge Videla (1976-1979) was indicted last July (see NotiSur,
06/12/98 and 07/31/98). Videla was the first to be arrested, under a warrant by Judge Roberto
Marquevich, in connection with the disappearance of minors.
On Nov. 24, Judge Bagnasco ordered the arrest of former head of the navy Emilio Massera. In
early December, former vice admiral Antonio Vanek and former rear admiral Jose Suppicich were
arrested, followed Dec. 17 by the arrest of prefect Hector Febres and Dec. 28 by that of former
admiral Ruben Franco. On Dec. 30, Jorge "El Tigre" Acosta, former head of intelligence at the
Escuela de Mecanica de la Armada (ESMA), was arrested. Cristino Nicolaides, head of the army
from 1982 to 1993, was detained Jan. 12.
Argentina's last military dictator, Reynaldo Bignone, was arrested Jan. 21, after a three-hour court
appearance. "I never had anything to do with the kidnapping of minors and changing of identities,"
Bignone said. "I swear it." The general denied a "criminal plan," during military rule, to take
children born in detention and change their identities. Bignone did admit ordering military files
burned regarding persons who had been detained but said that the decision was "in favor of the
prisoners" and done to promote "reconciliation" among Argentines.
Four leaders Bignone, Massera, Nicolaides, and Franco were implicated in all the baby-theft cases
and were each ordered to post a US$1 million bond in the event damages are awarded in the cases.
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Vanek, Acosta, and Febres were named in 15 cases and ordered to post a US$500,000 bond. Bagnasco
ordered the release of Suppicich, citing a lack of evidence against him. "The removal of minors born
in captivity was carried out systematically in a series of clandestine detention centers and therefore
cannot under any circumstance have been isolated or unforeseen occurrences," wrote Bagnasco in
his indictment. "Remember we are not talking about one or two cases of disappeared minors, but
approximately 200 cases."
Bagnasco said he was trying to discover whether the military leaders ordered the baby thefts or if
they merely agreed to provide cover to the officers in charge of the detention centers. "We're not
only interested in who participated," said Bagnasco, but also "who gave the order or the cover to do
it. If it was a military plan, who gave the guarantee of political and judicial protection?"
Case under investigation since 1996
Bagnasco's investigation began in 1996, when a suit was filed by several members of the Abuelas de
Plaza de Mayo claiming that as many as 200 babies were taken, their identities changed, and then
they were given to members of the military, the police, and their collaborators.
Afterward, the mothers typically were dumped alive from navy planes into the ocean, incinerated, or
shot and buried in secret graves, according to the testimony of former military officers. During 1998,
Judge Bagnasco received extensive testimony confirming that babies were born and taken from their
mothers in the ESMA and in the Military Hospital at the Campo de Mayo. Most testimony regarding
the ESMA came from prisoners who survived. Testimony regarding the Campo de Mayo, however,
came from nurses, doctors, and even the former director of the hospital, Agatino Di Benedetto.
Last October, retired navy Capt. Jorge Luis Magnacco, an obstetrician, testified that in 1977 and 1978
he attended two births in the ESMA. One of the mothers, he said, who was 16 or 17 years old, was
Silvina Labayru, the detained daughter of a general. Labayru now lives with her daughter in Spain
and theirs is the only known case where both the baby and the mother survived.
Last year, President Menem ordered the demolition of the ESMA, which has become a symbol of the
repression during the military regime. The area would be converted to a park, he said. In October,
however, a judge ruled Menem's order unconstitutional, and said that the infamous center could not
be demolished because of its symbolism to those who suffered there. [Sources: Inter Press Service,
12/04/98; The Miami Herald, 12/27/98; The New York Times, 12/16/98, 12/31/98; Notimex, 01/18/99;
Clarin (Argentina), 10/15/98, 01/15/99, 01/20/99; Spanish news service EFE, 10/17/98, 01/18/99,
01/21/99; Reuters, 01/21/99; Associated Press, 01/20-22/99; El Nuevo Herald (Miami), 01/16/99,
01/21/99, 01/23/99, 01/24/99]
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